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I HAD JUST FINISHED a job for an interesting woman named Nan Sartin, and was happily making out my bill to her, when a woman came in who promised to be equally interesting.


It was a bright October morning when she walked into my office carrying a briefcase. She was a big woman, not fat, but strong-looking and very graceful. Her hair was silver, and her face was young enough to make me assume that the silver was premature. She was wearing a dark blue suit with a long jacket and a short skirt.


I said, “Hello.”


She said, “My name is Elizabeth Shaw. Please call me Elizabeth. I’m an attorney, and I represent a group of women who need your help.”


She took a business card from her briefcase and placed it on my desk. It said she was a partner in the law firm Shaw and Cartwright, and that they had offices on Milk Street.


I said, “Okay.”


“You are Spenser,” she said.


“I am he,” I said.


“I specialize in wills and trusts,” she said. “I know little about criminal law.”


I nodded.


“But I went to law school with Rita Fiore,” she said.


So the silver hair was premature.


“Ahh,” I said.


She smiled.


“Ahh, indeed,” she said. “So I told Rita my story, and she suggested I tell it to you.”


“Please do,” I said.


Elizabeth Shaw looked at the large picture of Susan that sat on my file drawer near the coffeemaker.


“Is that your wife?” she said.


“Sort of,” I said.


“How can she be ‘sort of’?” Elizabeth said.


“We’re not married,” I said.


“But?”


“But we’ve been together a considerable time,” I said.


“And you love her,” Elizabeth said.


“I do.”


“And she loves you.”


“She does.”


“Then why don’t you get married?” Elizabeth said.


“I don’t know,” I said.


She stared at me. I smiled pleasantly. She frowned a little.


“Was there anything else?” I said.


She smiled suddenly. It was a good look for her.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess I was trying to find out a little about your attitude toward women and marriage.”


“I try to develop my attitudes on a case-by-case basis,” I said.


She nodded, thinking about it.


“Rita says there’s no one better if the going gets rough.”


“Uh-huh.”


“How about if the going isn’t rough?” Elizabeth said.


“There’s still no one better,” I said.


“Rita mentioned that you didn’t lack for confidence.”


“Would you want someone who did?” I said.


I must have passed some kind of initial screening. She shifted in her chair slightly.


“Everything I tell you,” she said, “must, of course, remain entirely confidential.”


“Sure.”


She looked at Susan’s picture again.


“That’s a very beautiful woman,” she said.


“She is,” I said.


She shifted again in her chair.


“I have a client, a woman, married, with a substantial trust fund, given to her by her husband as a wedding present. We manage the trust for her, and over the years she and I have become friendly.”


“He gave her a trust fund for a present?”


Elizabeth smiled.


“The rich are very different,” she said.


“Yes,” I said. “They have more money.”


“Well,” she said. “A literate detective.”


“But self-effacing.”


She smiled again.


“My client’s name is Abigail Larson,” Elizabeth said. “She is considerably younger than her husband.”


“How considerably?”


“He’s sixty-eight. She’s thirty-one.”


“Aha,” I said.


“‘Aha’?”


“I’m jumping to a conclusion,” I said.


“Sadly, the conclusion is correct. She had an affair.”


“Lot of that going around,” I said.


“You disapprove?” Elizabeth said.


“I guess it’s probably better if people can be faithful to each other,” I said.


“She’s not a bad woman,” Elizabeth said.


“Affairs aren’t usually about good and bad,” I said.


“What do you think they’re about?”


“Need,” I said.


Elizabeth sat back a little in her chair.


“You’re not what I expected,” she said.


“Hell,” I said. “I’m not what I expected. What would you like me to do?”


“I’m sorry. I guess I’m still testing you.”


“Maybe you could test my ability to listen to what you want,” I said.


She smiled at me.


“Yes,” she said. “In brief, the man she had the affair with took her for some money and ditched her.”


“How much?” I said.


“Actually, just enough to hurt her feelings. Restaurants, hotels, car rentals, a small gift now and then.”


“And?” I said.


“That was it,” Elizabeth said, “for a while. Then one day she saw him, in a restaurant, with a woman whom she knew casually.”


“Nest prospecting,” I said.


“Apparently,” Elizabeth said. “Anyway, she talked to the woman the next day to tell her a little about her experience with this guy. …”


“Whose name is?” I said.


“Gary Eisenhower,” Elizabeth said.


“Gary Eisenhower?” I said.


Elizabeth shrugged.


“That’s what he tells them,” she said.


“Them?”


“The two women talked, and then they networked, and one thing led to another, and in ways too boring to detail here, they discovered that he had exploited four of them, often simultaneously, over the past ten years.”


“Have you met this guy?”


“No.”


“Well, if you do,” I said, “be careful.”


“I think I’ll be all right,” she said.


“So the seduced and abandoned have joined forces?” I said.


“Yes.”


“And what do they want?”


“They’d like to see him castrated, I’m sure, but that’s not why I’m here.”


“Oh, good,” I said.


“They came to me as a group because I was the only lawyer that any of them knew, and we agreed that pursuing him for the money would cause them embarrassment. Their husbands would find out. It might make a great tabloid story. So they agreed to move on, sadder but wiser, so to speak.”


“But,” I said.


“But he has returned. He has contacted each of them. He says he has proof positive of each adultery and will expose them to their husbands and the world if they don’t pay him.”


“What kind of evidence?” I said.


“They thought they were being discreet,” Elizabeth said. “These women are not stupid, nor, I guess, inexperienced.”


“No letters,” I said. “No e-mails, no messages on answering machines.”


“Yes.”


“Hidden cameras, hidden tape recorders?”


Elizabeth nodded.


“Uh-huh,” she said. “I guess he was planning on shaking them down all along.”


“Maybe,” I said. “Sometimes people like to keep a record. Allows them to revisit these special moments, when things are slow.”


“So,” Elizabeth said, “maybe shaking them down was an afterthought?”


“Maybe,” I said. “They don’t want to pay.”


“Don’t want to, and can’t. Their husbands control all of the substantial money.”


“So you want me to make him cease and desist, without causing a stir,” I said.


“Can you?” she said.


“Sure,” I said.
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I MET THE FOUR WOMEN in a bigger conference room than we needed at Shaw and Cartwright. Elizabeth Shaw sat at one side of the table. The women sat two apiece on each side of her. I sat across from them.


Elizabeth introduced them.


“Abigail Larson, Beth Jackson, Regina Hartley, Nancy Sinclair.”


They each had a small notepad in front of them. And a ballpoint pen. Doubtless provided by the firm. They all smiled at me. All of the smiles displayed white, even teeth. They were all extremely well dressed. They all had very good haircuts. They all looked in shape. None looked older than thirty-five. It is easier to be good-looking when you’re thirty-five, and even easier if you’re rich. Though Elizabeth Shaw, who was probably neither, was holding her own. I smiled back at all of them.


No one said anything. They all looked at Elizabeth.


“Perhaps you could tell us a little about yourself,” Elizabeth said to me.


“I used to be a cop, now I’m a private detective,” I said.


“Do you have a gun?” Regina said.


“I do.”


“Have you ever shot anyone?” she said.


“I have.”


“Could you tell us about that?” she said.


“No.”


“Well, for heaven’s sake,” Regina said.


She had very black hair, which she wore in bangs over her forehead. Her eyes were large and made to seem larger by her eye makeup. She had on a simple print dress that had probably cost more than Liechtenstein, and her skin was evenly tanned, which in October, in Boston, meant she had either traveled to warmer climes or used an excellent bronzer.


“If we’re going to hire you, I think we should be able to ask you questions,” Abigail said.


I think she was trying to sound stern, but her voice was too small for stern.


“You can ask anything you want,” I said. “Doesn’t mean I have to answer.”


“Well, how are we supposed to decide,” she said.


“Me telling you about shooting somebody won’t help.”


Abigail was blonde, with a short haircut that had probably cost as much as Regina’s little dress. Her eyes were blue. She looked tan.


“I just think it would be so interesting,” she said. “I mean, I bet nobody here even knows anyone who has shot someone.”


“I am hopeful that I won’t have to shoot anyone on this job,” I said.


Abigail said, “I wouldn’t actually mind if you shot the bastard.”


“No,” Beth said. “I don’t think any of us would mind.”


Both Beth and Abigail were blonde. In fact, everyone at the table was blonde except Regina, and me, and Elizabeth. Maybe they did have more fun.


“Tell me about him,” I said.


All the women looked at Abigail. She shrugged.


“He’s one slick item,” she said. “He’s handsome, charming, fun to be with, wears clothes beautifully, and he’s very sexy, the sonovabitch.”


“So far, except for sonovabitch,” I said, “we could be talking about me.”


The women all looked at me without response.


“So much for lighthearted,” I said. “Can you give me anything more substantive? Like where he lives?”


“I …” Abigail paused. “I don’t actually know.”


“Who does,” I said.


They all looked at one another and discovered that none of them knew. It startled them.


“Okay,” I said. “Where did you get together?”


“We’d meet for cocktails,” Abigail said. “Or drinks and dinner in, like, suburban restaurants. At least that’s what he and I did.”


All the other women nodded. That’s what they did, too.


“And where did you, ah, consummate your relationship,” I said.


Spenser, the soul of delicacy.


“I, for one, am not going to discuss that,” Regina said.


“Oh, for crissake, Reggie,” Abigail said. “How the hell did he get the goods on you?”


She looked at me.


“We were all bopping our brains out with him,” she said. “With me it was usually in a motel along 128.”


“Sometimes we’d go away for a weekend,” Beth said. “Maine, the Cape, New York City.”


Beth had a small, attractive overbite, and wore sunglasses that probably cost more than Abigail’s haircut.


“Did you go often to the same motels?” I said.


“I did,” Abigail said. “There was one near the Burlington Mall we went to four, five times.”


“The one with the little fountain in the lobby?” Regina said.


All of them had been there. He had several favorites that all of them had been to. They showed no geographic pattern.


“And no one has an address for him,” I said.


No one did.


“Or a phone number?”


They had phone numbers, but they weren’t the same numbers.


“I’ll make a prediction,” I said. “These will all turn out to be prepaid disposable cell phones.”


“Which means?” Elizabeth said.


“That we won’t know who the owner was or where he lived.”


“It sounds as if he didn’t ever want us to be able to find him,” Regina said.


“Be my guess,” I said.


“Then … that means … that means he was never, ever sincere, even at the start,” she said.


This guy was really good, I thought. Even after he started blackmailing them, there was still the hope for something.


“Probably not,” I said.


“So how can you ever find him?” Abigail said.


“It’s not as hopeless as it sounds,” I said. “Each of you has been with him, quite often. We’ll talk, each of you and me. One of you, maybe more than one, will remember something.”


“Do you really think you can find him?” Abigail said.


“Yes.”


“How?”


“I’m very resourceful,” I said.


“Can you be more specific?” Abigail said.


“No,” I said.


“If you do find him,” Regina said, “what will you do?”


I grinned at her.


“Step at a time,” I said.


“But how will you make him leave us alone?” she said. “You look like you could beat him up. Will you beat him up?”


“Soon as I find him,” I said.


Reggie seemed satisfied.
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SUSAN AND I were having drinks before dinner in the South End at a slick new restaurant called Rocca. Susan was sipping a Cosmopolitan. I was moving more quickly on a Dewar’s and soda.


“It’s sort of an elaborate scam,” Susan said. “Isn’t it?”


“Kind of,” I said. “But he gets a double dip out of it.”


“Sex and money?” Susan said.


“Yep. With an assortment of handsome women.”


“All of whom,” Susan said, “are married to older men.”


“Rich older men,” I said.


“Doesn’t mean none of them love their husbands,” Susan said.


“No, it doesn’t,” I said. “But none of the women love their husbands enough to stay faithful.”


“Often it’s not a matter of love,” Susan said.


“I know.”


“Still,” Susan said, “he chose wisely.”


“Which suggests it’s not random,” I said.


My scotch was gone. I looked around for a waiter, and found one, and asked for more. A handsome, well-dressed man walked past our table with a group of people. The handsome man stopped.


“Susan,” he said. “Hello.”


“Joe,” Susan said. “What a treat.”


She introduced us.


“Joseph Abboud?” I said. “The clothes guy.”


“The clothes guy,” he said.


“You got anything off the rack would fit me?” I said.


Abboud looked at me silently for a moment and smiled.


“God, I hope not,” he said.


We laughed. Abboud moved on after his group. I drank my second scotch. We looked at the menu. The waitress took our order.


“Is that how you’re going to find him?” Susan said. “That it’s not random?”


“There must be some connection among the women and with him,” I said.


“Do you have a thought?” Susan said. “On what it might be?”


“No,” I said.


“But you will,” she said.


“I will,” I said.


“These women don’t know each other?”


“They do now,” I said. “But they didn’t originally, except a couple of them.”


“So what they have in common seems to be,” Susan said, and smiled, “Gary Eisenhower.”


“And rich older husbands,” I said.


“And perhaps some evidence of promiscuity,” Susan said. “I mean, every young wife doesn’t cheat on her husband. Why did he think these women would?”


“Maybe they are the result of an exhaustive elimination process,” I said.


“Despite what I’ve said, it may be optimistic to think it requires an exhaustive process,” Susan said.


“So lovely, and yet so cynical,” I said.


“My line of work,” she said. “The success rate is not always startling.”


“Hell,” I said. “Neither is mine.”


“I suppose, though,” Susan said, “that we are both optimists in some sense. We believe that things can be made better.”


“And sometimes we’re right,” I said.


“That’s part of the payoff, isn’t it,” Susan said.


“Yes,” I said. “Plus, of course, the fee.”
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ABIGAIL LARSON had seemed the most lively of my four clients. So I tried her first. She lived in Louisburg Square. But she wanted to meet at the bar at the Taj. Which was once the Ritz-Carlton. But the Ritz had opened a new location up on the other side of the Common, and the name moved up there.


Except for the unfortunate name, the Taj hadn’t changed anything. So the bar was still good, and the view from a window table of the Public Garden across Arlington Street was still very good. It was ten to four in the afternoon, on a Thursday, and I had snared us a window table. Abigail was twenty minutes late, but I had been trained by Susan, who was always late except when it mattered. And I remained calm.


I stood when she came in. The bartender waved at her, and two waiters came to say hello as she came toward my table. She put out her hand. I shook it, one of the waiters held her chair, and she sat. She ordered a lemon-drop martini and smiled at me.


“You’re drinking beer?”


“I am,” I said.


“I get so full if I drink enough beer to get tipsy,” she said. The smile continued. “A martini does the job on much less volume.”


“I’m hoping not to get tipsy,” I said.


“What fun is that?” she said.


Gary Eisenhower must have been delighted when he met her. She did everything but hand out business cards to let you know that she fooled around.


“Tell me about Gary,” I said.


“I thought we already did that, in Shaw’s office,” she said.


Her lemon-drop martini arrived. She sampled it with pleasure.


“Smoothes out a day,” she said.


I drank a little beer.


“I was hoping just sort of in formally for some reminiscences,” I said. “You know, how did you meet? Where did you go? What did you do?”


“What did we do?”


“Other than that,” I said.


“You got something against ‘that’?” she said.


“No,” I said. “You can tell me about ‘that,’ too, if you like.”


She smiled at me.


“Maybe I will,” she said.


I waited.


“Actually,” she said, and took in some more of her lemon drop, “I met him here.”


She glanced around the room, looking for a waiter, spotted one, and nodded. He smiled and went to the bar.


“I come here quite often,” she said.


“I suspected as much,” I said.


“Often I go to my gym, in the late afternoon, and afterward I shower and change and meet my girlfriends for a cocktail.”


“Replenish those electrolytes,” I said.


“What?” she said.


I shook my head and smiled.


“Just musing out loud,” I said.


“Anyway,” she said. “I’d see him at the bar sometimes, and after two or three times, he’d smile and nod as I came in, and I’d do the same. One day I came in alone and sat at a table, and he was at the bar. I smiled at him and nodded, and he picked up his drink and walked over and asked if he could join me. … God, he was handsome.”


She drank some more of her lemon drop. She took small, ladylike swallows. She didn’t guzzle, but she was persistent.


“And he was very charming,” I said.


“And sexy and fun,” she said. “And we both had a couple of cocktails, and talked, and one thing led to another …”


“And,” I said, “I’ll bet he had a room in the hotel.”


She looked at me for a moment as if I’d just performed necromancy.


“Yes,” she said, “he did. And …” She shrugged.


“What’s a girl to do,” I said.


She nodded slowly, looking at the depleted surface of her lemon drop.


“I know now he was using me,” she said. “But God, he was good.”


She stopped staring into the martini and finished it.


“What gym do you go to?” I said.


“Pinnacle Fitness,” she said.


“The big flossy thing on Tremont?” I said.


“You know it?” she said.


“I was there once with a client,” I said.


Another lemon-drop martini arrived.


“Do you work out?”


“Some,” I said.


“You look very fit,” she said.


“You, too,” I said.


Mistake.


She smiled again and her face flushed slightly.


“You should see me with my clothes off,” she said.


“Probably should,” I said.


She smiled again and her face flushed a little more.


“Do you have a room upstairs?” she said.


“Sadly, no,” I said.


“I could probably get us one,” she said.


“It’s a kind offer,” I said. “But no, thank you.”


“Are you married?”


“No.”


“But?”


“But I’m in love with Susan Silverman, and we’ve agreed on monogamy.”


“My goodness,” Abigail said.


“I know,” I said. “Makes me kind of boring, but there it is.”


“What a waste,” she said.


“Everyone says that.”


I drank another swallow of beer.


“When did the money stuff come up?” I said.


“Not right away. He paid for everything the first time we were together, here. I don’t think he took any money from me for, oh, I’d say at least a year, year and a half. Then he said there was some waterfront property in Chatham, which was way underpriced, and he knew he could buy it, we could go there and spend time, and later when the market rose, he’d sell it for a nice profit.”


“But all his money was tied up, and he didn’t want to cash in a CD because of the penalties,” I said. “So maybe you could lend him the down payment and you’d get it back with interest when the house was sold.”


“That’s almost exactly right,” she said. “How did you know?”


“Amazing, isn’t it?” I said. “You ever see the house?”


“Yes, we spent several weekends there.”


“And your husband?”


“He thought I was with my girlfriends,” Abigail said. “You know. He used to call it a sisterhood retreat.”


“Your husband doesn’t know,” I said.


“God, no, that’s the big reason we hired you.”


“No suspicions? Then or now?”


“None. He’s very busy and very important. Tell you the truth,” she said, “I don’t think it occurs to him that it could happen.”


“You are intimate?”


“Sure. John’s not in the very best shape, and he gets tired at night, and, you know, he’s sixty-eight.”


“So your intimacy is not as frequent as it might be,” I said.


“Or as long-lasting, or as … ah, enthusiastic.”


“So Gary Eisenhower was an appealing alternative.”


“Very,” she said. “I think I would have let him get away with the money.”


“The ride was worth the money,” I said.


“Yes. But the blackmail. I can’t live that way, none of us can. My husband can’t know.”


“You have a picture of Gary?” I said.


“No, I threw them out as soon as I found out what he was,” she said.


“Too bad.”


“I didn’t want my husband finding them, either.”


“You love your husband?”


“Love?” She shrugged. “I care about him, certainly. Why do you ask?”


“Just a curious guy,” I said.
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IT WAS A LITTLE AFTER NINE in the morning on an overcast day with some thin fog in the air. I was drinking coffee and reading “Arlo & Janis” when Nancy Sinclair came carefully into my office, as if she was entering the confessional.


“Mr. Spenser?” she said. “I’m Nancy Sinclair, from the other day at Elizabeth Shaw’s office?”


“Of course,” I said.


As far as I could recall, she had not spoken when we had our meeting. She looked like a dressed-up cheerleader: a plaid skirt and a white shirt, dark stockings and boots. She was small. Her hair was short and thick. Her jewelry was gold and simple, and so was her wedding band. Her eyes were blue and very big, and she seemed to have a look of permanent surprise, as if the world amazed her. She sat opposite me, in front of the desk, with her knees together and her hands folded in her lap. She didn’t say anything.


“How ‘bout them Sox?” I said.


She smiled brightly.


After a while I said, “How you doing?”


“Fine.”


“Is there something you’d like to discuss?” I said.


She nodded.


“Is it about Gary Eisenhower?” I said.


She nodded again. I waited. She smiled at me hopefully. I nodded helpfully.


“I love my husband,” she said.


“That’s nice,” I said.


“He loves me,” she said.


“Also nice,” I said.


“We love each other,” she said.


“Good combo,” I said.


“I don’t …”


She seemed to be thinking of how to say whatever it was she wanted to say.


“I don’t want you to get the wrong idea,” she said.


“I’d be thrilled with any idea,” I said.


She smiled brightly again. It was what she did when she didn’t understand something. I was already pretty sure that understanding stuff wasn’t a big part of her skill set.


“I did have an affair with Gary Eisenhower,” she said. “I don’t deny it. But it was not because Jim and I don’t love each other.”


“What was it because?” I said.


She blushed slowly but pervasively. It was kind of interesting watching the blush spread slowly over her face and down her neck, and onto the small expanse of chest that her white shirt collar exposed. She looked as if she might be blushing to her ankles.


“I’m oversexed,” she said.


“Doesn’t make you a bad person,” I said.


“It does,” she said. “I keep promising myself it will never happen again. But it does. I can’t seem to stop myself.”


“So Gary Eisenhower isn’t the first,” I said.


“God, no,” she said. “I once had sex with a man who came to plow the driveway. I’m … This is so embarrassing. … I’m insatiable.”


“And your husband’s not enough,” I said.


“We have a good sex life. I’m just … I’ve fought it since junior high school. I am some sort of nymphomaniac.”
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